Selenium and glutathione peroxidase levels in premature infants in a low selenium community (Christchurch, New Zealand).
By world standards, the selenium status of the adult population of Christchurch, New Zealand is low. To determine the status of infants undergoing neonatal intensive care, plasma and red cell selenium and glutathione peroxidase levels were measured in infants admitted to the regional neonatal unit. Plasma levels in all newborn infants were one third to one half those in adults. Premature infants had levels significantly lower than those in cord blood from term infants, but their levels were not different from those of term infants admitted to the unit. There were no differences between adult and infant red cell levels. The premature infants remaining in the neonatal unit showed dramatic decreases in plasma selenium and glutathione peroxidase with age, with many infants having selenium levels of less than 0.13 mumol/L (10 micrograms/L). Low levels were seen in infants fed orally as well as those on parenteral nutrition. Thus, the low selenium status of New Zealanders is associated with particularly low selenium levels in premature infants. Because these infants have a high risk for oxidative diseases such as bronchopulmonary dysplasia (chronic lung disease) and retinopathy of prematurity, the possibility that these conditions are more serious in the New Zealand population needs to be assessed and consideration given to dietary supplementation.